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The life-long, intimate friendship and mutual high regard which Luther and Melanchthon 

reciprocated foundered only once.  That, ironically, was the matter of the presence of Christ in 
the Eucharist.  Although Melanchthon differed from Luther on several important counts, Philip’s 

view of the Lord’s Supper was the one doctrine in which he more closely approximated the 
Scriptural presentation than did Luther.  This difference almost effected a breach between the 

two Reformers since Luther clung tenaciously and violently to consubstantiation.  Soon after 
1537, tension began to be felt.  Amsdorf and others stirred up Luther’s latent animosity against 
any variation on the Lord’s Supper so that Melanchthon called himself “Prometheus chained to 

the Caucasus” and feared that he would be forced to leave Wittenberg.  But the conflict was 
solved with the non-theological assistance of the secular powers and the close relationship 

between the two reappeared.  The violence of Luther on this score always checked Melanchthon 
from approaching too closely or too overtly to the view of Calvin.  Melanchthon found the 
Zwinglian and Calvinistic conceptions more rational and more Biblical than Luther’s semi-papal 

view.  Rather sadly, Philip went to meet Bucer in 1534 to discuss the doctrine of the Eucharist 
“as the bearer of another’s view, not my own.”9  And Calvin quite correctly hit upon the cause of 

Philip’s ambiguous writings on the matter.  Melanchthon was under Luther’s domination; 
“fearing the thunder which threatened to burst from violent men (those who know the boisterous 
blasts of Luther understand what I mean), he did not always speak out openly as I could have 

wished.”10  As early as 1519, Melanchthon expressed dissatisfaction with the doctrine of 
transubstantiation, that is, even before Luther changed his view somewhat. 

Because of this but-once-threatened rapprochement, many critics seize eagerly the many 
congratulatory expressions by Luther of Philip and heartily condemn the violent antipathy which 
Melanchthon experienced at the close of his life.  They attempt, and generally successfully, to 

restore the glitter which the Gnesiolutherans ripped from the Melanchthon image at the close of 
his life and for a long while afterwards.  So hostile was a large segment of the Lutheran party to 

Melanchthon that the epithet, “Philippist,” became an expression of extreme opprobrium.  In so 
far as that attack resided in distaste for Melanchthon’s “crypto-Calvinistic”* view of the Lord’s 
Supper, it stands condemned.  But the many who promiscuously wave Melanchthon’s prestigious 

titles, “Preceptor of Germany,” “The Theologian,” and “Father of Ecumenicity,” seldom conduct 
a thorough exploration of the principles which permeated his educational, theological, and 

ecumenical activities.  Luther’s oft quoted comparison of himself and Melanchthon, “I am rough, 
boisterous, stormy, and altogether warlike.  I am born to fight against innumerable monsters and 
devils.  I must remove stumps and stones, cut away thistles and thorns, and clear the wild forests; 

but Master Philip comes along softly and gently sowing and watering with joy, according to the 
gifts which God has abundantly bestowed upon him,”11 invokes the question, “What was Master 

Philip sowing?”  In response to this question, there are some who give anything but a favorable 
estimation of Philip.  Karl Barth pointedly excludes Melanchthon from the line of Calvin, 
Luther, Paul, and Jeremiah.  Barth lumps Philip with Schleiermacher (rather undesirable 

company) as those who did not possess “a clear and direct apprehension of the truth that man is 
made to serve God and not God to serve man.”12  Rev. G.M. Ophoff dissents from the opinion 

that Melanchthon’s frequent concessions were nobly inspired by timidity and love (a la Schaff).  
Rather, Philip’s concessions sprang from his one great resolve to settle the Roman Catholic-



Lutheran split by compromise and that of essential truths.13  On the other hand, historian Cox 
judges him to be “in all doctrinal points…a firm, enlightened, inflexible Protestant.”14  Nor can 

Schaff find much of a shadow in the Melanchthon luster.  Was Philip merely timid?  Did he 
possess such a great quantity of charity that he wavered a little from the necessary doctrinal 

inflexibility?  To come to a proper judgment of Melanchthon, it is necessary to examine the main 
tenets of his credo in the light of Scripture.  Treading carefully, and respectfully, around Luther’s 
frequent adulations (Melanchthon was “a divine instrument which has achieved the very best in 

the department of theology to the great rage of the devil and his scabby tribe.”15), it will be 
necessary to evaluate Melanchthon somewhat differently than Luther often did:  “Philippus 

proceeds in charity, and I in faith.  Philippus suffers himself to be eaten up, I eat up everything 
and spare nobody.”16 

Before proceeding to the two central matters of synergism and the “adiaphora,”** it is 

well to refer back, briefly, to Melanchthon’s view of the Lord’s Supper.  Here, as elsewhere, it is 
difficult to define precisely Melanchthon’s conception.  With typical avidity, Schaff boldly 

overstates Philip’s position, since it is somewhat favorable, when he judges that the Heidelberg 
Catechism “gives clear and strong expression to the Calvinistic-Melanchthonian theory of the 
spiritual real presence.”17  Allowing for the fact that Ursinus was a beloved and devoted student 

of Philip, the Catechism exceeds anything Melanchthon expressed about the Lord’s Supper.  
James Good puts it more exactly when he writes that the Reformed view of the real spiritual 

presence of Christ was one in which “Calvin and Melanchthon neared each other.”  Not that they 
harmonized, for “Melanchthon…came to it from the Lutheran standpoint of the carnal presence.  
Calvin came to it from the opposite position, from the idea of a spiritual presence.  And 

Melanchthon was tinctured with the idea of a carnal presence, while Calvin with a spiritual 
presence.”18  Philip shied from the crass position of Luther that the real body of Christ was 

“bitten with the teeth.”  But he was far too impressed with the words of Christ, “This is my 
Body,” to appreciate Zwingli’s “memorial” conception.  Of the Zwinglians, he said, “I would 
rather die than see our cause polluted by a union with the Zwinglians.”19  Melanchthon leaned 

toward a spiritual presence of Christ, but deliberately never became definite.  He took refuge in 
the mystery involved.  The fury of the “sacramentarians” developed in Philip an aversion to even 

discuss the subject and he decried the fact that that which was intended to unite believers should 
so divide them.  An irate Italian, badgering Philip on the question of the real presence, drew the 
withering and witty reply, “how is it that you Italians will have a God in the sacramental bread-

you, who do not believe there is a God in heaven.”20  As a transition between Melanchthon’s 
view of the Lord’ Supper and the crucial matter of synergism, it should be noted that, according 

to Melanchthon, all who eat the Lord’s Supper receive benefit.  This touches upon 
Melanchthon’s doctrine of salvation, the doctrine which draws upon itself the fiercest criticism 
by the detractors of Philip Melanchthon. 

Although some claim to see the thread of heterodoxy running through Philip’s entire life, 
he underwent some kind of change in regard to the salient doctrines of predestination, free will, 

and co-operation of the believer in salvation.  Many elements enter in here and can properly be 
treated under the broad and familiar topic of “synergism.”  In the first flush of Philip’s embrace 
of the Reformation, he turned with Martinistic fury upon the advocates of free will and the 

deniers of strict predestination.  At the same time, he excoriated the secular philosophers once 
held so dear.  Works by Melanchthon during the years 1519-1525 rival Luther’s in strength of 

language and purity of doctrine.  The Loci Communes of 1521 drew Luther’s astounding praise 
of being worthy for a place in the canon.  But Melanchthon changed, and his change was 



progressive.  The Loci of 1535 and the Loci of 1521 are at odds on the most basic of issues.  The 
Augsburg Confession of 1530 and of 1540 reveals vital renovations in the thinking of “The 

Theologian.”  When Melanchthon in the Augustana Variata of 1540 demonstrated anew his 
constant revision of the Augsburg Confession, Luther remonstrated with him, “Philippus, the 

book is not yours, but the Church’s Confession, therefore, you have no power to alter it so 
often.”21 

Good makes an interesting and defensible sketch of Philip’s departure from his formerly 

held position on predestination and free will.  According to Good, Melanchthon gave up 
“determinism” for infralapsarianism in 1527, abandoned infralapsarianism in 1532, and 

embraced synergism in 1535.22  Certain it is that by 1535, Melanchthon spoke of a will which 
could accept or reject the Spirit of God.  This same doctrine he called “godless” in 1521.  Double 
predestination came to be for him nothing else than Stoic fatalism.  In a letter to Erasmus, 

Melanchthon confesses, “I have, during and after Luther’s lifetime rejected the Stoic and 
Manichean ‘deliria,’ presented by Luther and others, that all works, good and evil, in all men, 

good and evil, had to come about by necessity.  It is obvious that such phrases are against the 
word of God, harmful to all discipline, and blasphemous.”23  It is wholly in keeping with 
Melanchthon’s general expression on the subject that he cannot describe predestination and 

sovereignty, except in terms of “necessity” and “fatalism.”  He seems never to have grasped the 
Scriptural manifestation that the fulfilling of God’s will is qualitatively different from 

philosophic cause and effect.  Melanchthon denied a secret will in God which damns some and 
saves others, except that “we may say that many have been reprobated from eternity, not 
however from any absolute hatred or decree of God, but because God foresaw that they would 

abide in their unbelief and impenitence.”24 
Once predestination had been diluted to a mere Scientia media,*** it became imperative 

for Philip to explain the obvious facts of salvation and damnation.  The sovereign efficacy of 
God was replaced by synergism, or co-operation.  He ascribed conversion (regeneration, or 
salvation in the narrower sense) to the co-operation of three main causes, the Spirit of God, the 

Word of God, and the will of man.  In the activity of conversion, “three causes are conjoined:  
the Word, the Holy Spirit and the Will not wholly inactive, but resisting its own weakness…God 

draws, but draws him who is willing.”25  But Philip insisted that this co-operation of the sinner 
was not meritorious.  Contradictory as it was, there was a constant rejection by Philip of any 
ascribing of merit to man’s actions.  Although he could write that “Spiritual righteousness is 

wrought in us when we are helped by the Holy Spirit.  And we receive the Holy Spirit when we 
assent to the Word of God,”26 he yet abhorred “this profane, impious, and arrogant word, 

merit.”27  G. C. Berkouwer makes an attempt to explain why Melanchthon left predestination and 
the bound will for “foresight” and co-operation.  He posits the “pendulum” nature of 
Melanchthon’s thinking.  In response to the antinomian struggle, Philip sought for human 

freedom and responsibility, only to swing to the extreme of synergism.28  It is obvious that in 
keeping with his synergism, Philip veered towards Nomism in his attempt to steer the middle 

course between Nomism (Bona opera necessaria esse ad aslutem)**** and Antinomianism 
(Bona opera noxia esse ad salute).*****29  The depth of feeling which Melanchthon had for 
some kind of reinstatement of the law is indicated in his exposition of Peter’s compromise with 

the circumcision, “non fuit error doctrinae, sed fuit infirmitas…Petrus recte docebat et sentiebat, 
fuit tamen infirmitas in usu.”  Of the same struggle, the expression of Luther is that Peter caused 

real offense, “non morum, sed fidei et aeternae damnationis.”30****** 



The foregoing is the heart of theology.  In Melanchthon’s case it is a vulnerable heart, 
one that can only be assailed by the mighty defenders of the sovereignty of grace.  Concomitant 

aberrations always appear.  In Philip’s case, there was insistence that Christ’s atonement was a 
universal one, i.e., for all men.  In fact, “the blessing of God must be recognized, in that the 

promise is general, and that it is the will of God to save all.”31  Christ was regarded as fulfiller of 
all worthy religions.  Philip suggested the possibility of the salvation of noble pagans.  The 
terminus a quo of this deterioration in Melanchthon’s theological thought is a matter of dispute.  

Some berate him as a life-long humanist, forced to hide his true convictions by his contact with 
the implacable Luther.  From 1527, Melanchthon displayed more and more the doctrinal 

convictions which militated against the true principles of the Reformation. 
 
*secretly Calvinistic 

**literally, ‘indifferent things.’  Used of actions which are neither bidden nor forbidden 
by God, the doing or not doing of which is, therefore, indifferent 

***the doctrine that God’s knowledge is such that by it God foresaw what men, with their 
free will, would do and, on the basis of this foresight, made His eternal decisions or 
decree.  This view of the relationship between God’s predestination and men’s salvation 

and condemnation prevails in the Roman Catholic Church.  The Reformed fathers 
condemned it in the Canons of Dordrecht (cf. the Canons, 1,6,7,9,15 and the rejection of 

errors under the first head of doctrine, esp., V) but it has many adherents today, quite 
vocal when applying it to reprobation, who go by the name Reformed. 
****”Law-ism” maintains that “good works are necessary for salvation.” 

*****”Antilaw-ism maintains that “good works are noxious in regard to salvation,” i.e., 
even as fruits or expressions of gratitude. 

******The reference is to Galatians 2:11ff.  Melanchthon said of Peter’s action 
(translated loosely): “it was not a doctrinal error, but a weakness…Peter taught and 
thought rightly, but he was weak in practice.”  Luther saw it as an offense “not of 

character, but of faith and eternal damnation.” 
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